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History  of  Pennsylvania  Elk  — 

Eastern  elk  (Cervus  elaphus  canadensis  ) once  ranged 
throughout  Pennsylvania,  but  rapid  settlement  and 
exploitation  by  early  immigrants  decimated  the  herds  and 
caused  the  elk  to  retreat.  By  1867  elk  had  been  completely  I 
eliminated  from  the  state.  Unregulated  subsistence  hunting 
and  habitat  loss  were  the  biggest  factors  leading  to  their 
demise. 

In  an  effort  to  establish  a huntable  population  of  elk  here,  th 
Pennsylvania  Game  Commission  introduced  Rocky  Mountai 
elk  (Cervus  elaphus  nelsoni)  into  the  state  from  1913  throug 
1926.  Over  this  14-year  period,  177  elk  were  trapped  and 
transferred  from  Yellowstone  National  Park,  South  Dakota, 
and  a private  reserve  in  Monroe  County,  Pennsylvania,  and 
released  in  central  and  northeastern  Pennsylvania.  Only  the 
north-central  releases  were  successful.  The  first  elk  hunting 
season  was  established  in  1923.  Hunting  seasons  were 
curtailed  in  1932  due  to  dwindling  numbers  of  elk. 


The  remaining  elk  produced  our  present-day  herd  of 
approximately  300  animals,  found  mainly  in  Elk  and 
Cameron  counties.  The  elk  range  is  located  within  the 
Allegheny  Plateau,  a heavily  forested  area  and  transition  zor  j 
between  the  mixed  oak  and  hickory  forest  to  the  south  and  | 
northern  hardwood  forests  to  the  north.  Sparse  forest 
openings,  natural  meadows  and  reclaimed  strip-mined  lands 
provide  the  primary  foraging  areas  for  elk.  Elk  prefer  to  feec 
on  forbs,  legumes  and  grasses,  but  will  browse  trees  and 
shrubs  when  herbaceous  ground  vegetation  is  not  available. 

Elk  are  highly  social  animals.  Usually  the  only  time  cows 
seek  isolation  is  during  calving  in  May  and  June.  Adult  bulls 
which  do  not  generally  associate  with  the  cow-calf  groups 
during  the  spring,  summer  or  winter,  form  bachelor  groups. 
These  groups  disband  when  the  bulls  start  forming  harems  ft 
the  rut  (breeding  season)  in  September  and  October. 


Randy  Flament 


The  primary  elk  range  comprises  an  area 
of  approximately  227  square  miles  in  Elk 
and  Cameron  counties. 


Elk  Management  in 
Pennsgluania 

The  Pennsylvania  Game  Commission  (PGC)  is  responsible 
for  elk  management  and  accomplishes  this  task  with  the 
cooperation  of  the  Department  of  Conservation  and  Natural 
Resources,  Bureau  of  Forestry  (BOF),  conservation  groups, 
and  private  landowners.  Public  land  comprises  35%  of  the 
present  range  and  is  the  central  core  of  the  primary  elk  range. 

Pennsylvania's  elk  management  goal  is  to  maintain  a self- 
sustaining  population  in  a natural  state  for  public  benefit. 
Habitat  management  objectives  are  designed  to  hold  elk  on 
public  lands,  thus  minimizing  conflicts  on  private  lands.  To 
accomplish  this,  the  PGC  has  fenced  agricultural  lands  to 
exclude  elk,  public  agencies  have  purchased  additional  lands, 
and  habitat  enhancements  have  improved  public  and  private 
lands  south  of  St.  Marys  and  Emporium.  Habitat 
improvements  include  planting  forage  crops  such  as  clover, 
birds-foot  trefoil,  timothy,  oats,  rye  and  winter  wheat  to 
benefit  elk  and  other  wildlife.  These  projects  have  helped 
increase  elk  numbers  and  hold  more  animals  on  public  lands. 

The  PGC,  in  cooperation  with  the  BOF,  annually  conducts  a 
winter  population  survey,  and  also  records  data  on  elk 
mortality,  reproduction,  movements  and  calf  survival.  Elk 
are  classified  as  a big  game  animal  in  Pennsylvania,  but 
currently  no  hunting  is  permitted.  Hunting  is  an  effective 
management  tool  and  may  be  again  used  to  manage  elk  in  the 
future. 

Public  Viewing  Opportunities 

Considered  by  many  to  be  the  heart  of  Pennsylvania  elk 
country,  the  town  of  Benezette  is  located  along  State  Route 
555  in  Elk  County.  To  reach  the  public  viewing  area,  start  at 
the  Benezette  Hotel  and  travel  north  along  Winslow  Hill 
Road  3.5  miles.  Public  viewing  areas  provide  the  public  with 
a safe  and  easily  accessible  location  to  view  wild  elk  in  their 
natural  environment.  Elk  are  best  observed  at  dawn  and  dusk, 
in  September  and  October  during  the  mating  season.  Elk  are 
large  animals — bulls  weigh  up  to  800  pounds  and  cows 
weigh  up  to  500  pounds.  Please  remember  that  elk  are  wild 
animals  and  can  be  dangerous,  especially  bulls  during  the 
rutting  season.  People  can  disturb  elk  by  approaching  too 
closely  and  elk  should  always  be  appreciated  and  viewed 
from  a safe  distance.  While  searching  for  elk,  respect  private 
landowners’  rights  and  privacy.  Reminder:  The  feeding  of  elk 
is  prohibited  by  law  in  Pennsylvania. 


Ronald  J.  Saffer 


Rocky  Mountain  E Ik  Foundation 


The  Rocky  Mountain  Elk  Foundation  (RMEF)  is  an 
international,  nonprofit,  wildlife  habitat  conservation 
organization  whose  mission  is  to  ensure  the  future  of  elk, 
other  wildlife  and  their  habitat.  The  Foundation  has  played 
an  important  role  in  helping  Pennsylvania  with  its  elk 
management  programs.  RMEF  funding  has  assisted  with 
habitat  enhancement,  land  acquisition,  public  viewing  area 
construction  and  fencing  projects  to  reduce  crop  depredation. 
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The  RMEF  has  teamed  up  in  Pennsylvania  projects  with 
several  partners  including  the  National  Wild  Turkey 
Federation,  Safari  Club  International,  Consolidated  Natural 
Gas  Transmission  Corporation,  and  Pennsylvania  Wildlife 
Habitat  Unlimited.  Through  partnerships,  Pennsylvania's 
wildlife  will  continue  to  flourish  for  future  generations  to 
enjoy. 
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The  Future 


Elk  populations  are  expanding  in  Pennsylvania. 

High  quality  foraging  areas  on  the  Elk,  Moshannon  and 
Sproul  state  forests  are  attracting  elk  beyond  the  primary 
range.  If  current  population  trends  continue,  the  elk  herd 
could  increase  to  more  than  500  animals  by  the  year  2000. 
Continued  public  interest  and  support  by  landowners, 
sportsmen  and  women,  and  conservation  organizations 
are  ensuring  the  future  of  this  majestic  animal  in 
Pennsylvania. 
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